Abstract
INTRODUCTION
Discussion within "the Jesus Seminar" brought me to make a suggestion which at the time seemed radical to some of my colleagues. Our point of departure in evaluating John the Baptist should not be his allegedly prophetic status (attributed to him in the Synoptic tradition), but the fact that he immersed people for the simple purpose of purification.
That orientation was later developed further in several books and articles, and has been taken up most fully by Joan Taylor in her recent study of John.
2 Those contributions fashion a fresh perspective on John, which in turn influences our picture of Jesus there can be no doubt but that he fulfills John's reference to a figure greater than he. But it is equally plain that the pointing of John's preaching and activity towards Jesus is achieved by a shaping of its contextual presentation at the very least, and the probability is high that the conviction that John was a messianic messenger in the manner of Malachi 3 and Isaiah 40 distorted whatever meaning he and his followers originally attached to what he did and said. John I :21 may just preserve an awareness of such distortion, by presenting the baptist as denying he is Elijah or "the prophet."
John the Baptist's role in the Synoptic Gospels, then, is both catechetical and christological. He points the way forward to believers' baptism after the manner of Jesus, who is greater than John. That is the case both in the apostolic catechesis of the triple tradition which conveys the scene of Jesus' own baptism in association with John's movement, and in the assertion in the sayings' source that the least in the kingdom is greater than John the Baptist (Matthew 11:llb; Luke 7:28b). John's preaching of repentance in the mishnaic source conventionally known as "Q" is replete with warnings That John should be taken as a prophet within the Gospels, then, is entirely natural. It permits him to be seen as a prototype of Christian teachers who were also seen as prophets. But the more natural it is within evangelical preaching to portray John as a prophet, the less reasonable it is to claim that that is what he was within his own estimate or his sympathizers. Webb nonetheless considers the category of prophet alone as suitable for understanding John: his only indecision is whether John was a "clerical prophet," a "sapiential prophet," an oxymoronic "solitary popular prophet," or a "leadership popular prophet." I 7
Such subdivisions are alleged to derive from Josephus, but that derivation is only possible by means of tendentious exegesis. What is a "sapiential prophet" but a sage?
Josephus indeed describes Essenes who foretell the future, and whose wisdom derives from study and purification (Jewish War II § 159). John may hav\! been comparable to them in some ways, but that does not make him or them prophetic by pretension. It is to Philo, Pliny and the scrolls nonetheless results in a reasonably coherent picture, which has been masterfully represented by Todd H Beal1. 28 Robert H Eisenman, on the other hand, stresses that Pliny was writing in the period after the revolt in Natural History 5.15 § 70-73 when he described Essenes as living on the western shore of the Dead Sea with Engedi below them. 29 His contention is that the community of the scrolls centered on lames (Jesus' brother) as the righteous teacher. But his speculative reading of Pliny must also confront an anachronism: Qumran was destroyed by the Romans in AD 68.
30
Whoever Pliny described was living in conditions ill suited for habitation, or at some site other than Qumran, or in fact dwelled there at an earlier period. In that Pliny appears to be referring to a site which had not been destroyed and Qumran suits the location as described, the most plausible explanation is that he is describing an earlier setting on the basis of his authorities (a list of which he provides in book one). And the earlier setting, of course, would not allow time for a sect to have emerged which venerated the dead lames. In addition, Eisenman's theory must impute to James views which there is no record that he held, and posit a hermetic separation between his movement and early
Christianity which the continued memory of lames within the Church makes improbable.
Finally, he must also suppose that the deposit of the scrolls in the caves nearby had nothing whatever to do with the history of earlier habitation at Qumran. It is not at all clear that the theory explains anything sufficiently important to compensate for the obscurity it generates.
The Essene movement appears to have its origins in opposition to the Hasmoneans. The Essenes pursued their own system of purity, ethics, and initiation, followed their own calendar, and withdrew into their own communities, either within cities or in isolated sites such as Qumran. 31 There they awaited a coming, apocalyptic war, when they, as "the sons of light," would triumph over "the sons of darkness:" not only the What I find interesting about this disagreement is that, in their opposition over whether to take the notice of time in Luke 3: 1-3 as accurate, the lines of discussion represented by Taylor and Bruce nonetheless accept it as the terminus post quem. That seems to me odd, because that same reference to the fifteen year of Tiberius is also taken as the standard point of departure for Jesus' public activity. Luke is evidently compressing, and the compression extends to conflating John and Jesus. What if we were to entertain the possibility of a Josephan chronology for John, and dispense with the Synoptic chronology?
Bruce actually opens this line of investigation early in his discussion, with his remark that Antipas would have sought to divorce Aretas' daughter "after living with her twenty years or more.'.49 "Or more" is an understatement, because the marriage with her was presumably undertaken shortly after the Nabatean involvement in violence following the death of Herod the Great, as part of Antipas' attempt to solidify his position. On Bruce's chronology, the marriage would have been nearly thirty years old by the time Antipas decided to divorce the daughter of Aretas.
Whenever Antipas made his decision, it was a bold move. It involved him in breaking with Aretas, and it inflamed Jewish opinion, bring not only John's censure, but even that of Josephus (Antiquities 18 § 110). Nor was there any mystery about the likely Jewish reaction against the marriage; after all, Archelaus had run afoul of popular opinion when he married the wife of a dead brother (Antiquities 17 § 340-341). Antipas is usually credited with more sensitivity than that to the demands of the Torah, and it is doubtful he acted out of simple passion. Still, it was a rash act, and to this extent the recent suggestion by Christiane Saulnier that the divorce and the new marriage were over and done with by the early twenties is plausible. 50 48 F F Bruce, New Testament History (Garden City: Doubleday, 1972) 30-31. 49 Bruce, F F, P 28. 
